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SUMMARY
Licensing laws were changed in Northern Ireland on 1st October 1987 to allow
drinking ofalcohol in public houses on Sundays. The effect on absenteeism was
studied in the immediateperiodafterthis change using Monday absenteeism as a
markerforchange. The study was conducted in a smallpoultry processingplant
employing approximately four hundred and forty people. Mean differences
between Monday absenteeism for the month ofOctober 1986 and 1985 prior to
the change in laws and October 1987 were shown to be not significant.
INTRODUCTION
The laws relating to Sunday opening of licensed premises in Northern Ireland
were changed on 1st October 1987. The changes were seen by some as a
liberalisation of the existing laws allowing public houses to open on Sundays for
the first time in fifty years. Prior to this the sale of alcohol on Sundays was
restricted to hotels and licensed clubs.
The new arrangements were largely welcomed by the publicans but criticised by
various groups including religious bodies and those organisations dealing with
alcohol-related problems. Although some of the arguments against extending
the licensing laws considered moral aspects, a certain amount of concern was
expressed at the possible effects on absence from work on Mondays following the
generalised availability of alcohol in public houses on Sunday nights. This latter
aspect of the criticism seemed to have genuine grounds for concern given the
already existing and well known effect of alcohol in the workplace in terms of
absenteeism, accidents and decreased efficiency." 2
This study investigates Monday absenteeism before and after the introduction of
the new laws. It was felt that any change in absenteeism due to these laws might
present itself almost immediately given that susceptible individuals would be
likely to take advantage of increased availability ofalcohol on Sundays as soon as
it was introduced. In particular day shift workers would be expected to show more
pronounced change given that over-indulgence had occurred the night before.
The study was based in a small poultry processing plant in Northern Ireland where
the author is part-time medical officer. -This firm employs 440 people on a full-
time basis. The operatives work either a day or an evening shift with no night or
weekend working.
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METHODS
With the co-operation of the personnel department, absenteeism for the entire
workforce was studied for Mondays in the month of October 1987 (following the
introduction of new licensing laws on 1st October 1987). The rate ofabsenteeism
for each of these days was taken for the day and evening shifts. Figures were
prepared in a similar manner for the month of October in the preceding two
years, 1986 and 1985. This allowed direct comparison and excluded any
seasonal variation. During the study period the size of the workforce, method of
recording absence, and disciplinary procedures within the firm remained
constant.
RESULTS
The Table displays the figures for absenteeism for the relevant study periods. The
number of workers absent on Monday fluctuated from week to week within the
individual month studied aswell as showing avariation from yeartoyear. Asimple
chi-squared test was used to analyse the data.
Mean day shift figures for each October month showed only a small percentage
difference. The year 1987 had 0-9% higher absenteeism compared to 1986
(p = 0 7) and 1 P 1% higher than 1985 (p =0-095) which is not significant. The
evening shift figures showed a small negative change in the mean percentage
differences with the year 1987 having 0-7% less absenteeism than 1986
(p=0-95) and 0-5% less than 1985 (p=07), again not significant. The
combined shift totals showed zero mean percentage difference for 1987-86
and 0-1 % for 1987-85 (p =0 5) which is not significant.
TABLE
Number ofemployees absent on Mondays in October 1985-87
1st 2nd 3rd 4th
Monday Monday Monday Monday Mean
1985
Day shift 29 (11-6%) 23 ( 9-2%) 22 ( 8-9%) 30 (11-9%) 26-0 (10.4%)
Evening shift 18 (10-3%) 18 (10-3%) 16 ( 9.2%) 10 ( 5-6%) 15-5 ( 8-9%)
Total absent 47 (11-1%) 41 ( 9-0%) 38 ( 9-4%) 40( 9-4%) 41-5 ( 9-8%)
1986
Day shift 29 (13-2%) 22 (10-1%) 25 (11-3%) 17 ( 7-7%) 23-3 (10-6%)
Eveningshift 17 ( 8-8%) 24(12-4%) 18( 9-4%) 11 ( 5-8%) 17-5 ( 9-1%)
Totalabsent 46(11-1%) 46(11-1%) 43 (10-4%) 28( 6-8%) 40-8( 9-9%)
1987
Dayshift 27 (12-2%) 31 (13-9%) 28 (12-6%) 16 ( 7.3%) 25-5 (11.5%)
Eveningshift 19 ( 8-6%) 21 ( 9-5%) 23 (10-5%) 11 ( 4-8%) 18-5 ( 8-4%)
Totalabsent 46(10.3%) 52 (11-7%) 51 (11-5%) 27 ( 6-1%) 44-0( 9-9%)
DISCUSSION
Alcohol misuse has enormous social, economic and medical implications. It was
estimated thatthe cost to industry relating to lost production and accidents wasof
the order of£1,400 million for the year 1983 in England and Wales.3 Employees
who drink heavily lose 70-85 days' work per year, have a corresponding
tendency to decreased efficiency and show accident rates twice or three times
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normal.4 No direct data can be collected on the number ofdays' sickness absence
related to alcohol misuse because employees will not certify themselves sick due
to a hangover or alcohol misuse but tend to use vague terms such as gastritis or
back trouble.
The pattern of Monday morning absenteeism has been put forward as a possible
indicator of an individual's level of alcohol misuse.4 Using this as a basis for
evaluating alcohol misuse, I attempted to monitor any changes in Monday
absenteeism following the change in licensing laws. No significant change was
found. This might be due to the public reacting responsibly to the extended
licensing arrangements and not abusing the increased availability of alcohol, or
secondly, all those susceptible individuals who are prone to alcohol misuse in this
particular firm may have been at a constant saturation point and have been
drinking alcohol on Sundays, obtaining their supplies from home, hotels or clubs.
Both of these postulations would explain the non-significant differences in levels
of absenteeism found in this study.
In conclusion therefore, this study does not indicate an immediate increase in
absenteeism following extension of Sunday licensing laws. Although this would
seem encouraging, further study over a longer period might be indicated to
ensure that an insidious increase was not going to take place. It would also be
beneficial to study a much larger data base than that available to the present
study and examine in detail the demographic features of the workforce including
a more in
-depth analysis of employee alcohol use.
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